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(57) ABSTRACT 

The invention relates to a tunable on-chip capacity circuit 
for a semiconductor chip (10) mounted on a substrate (30) 
and including a plurality of power supply decoupling capaci 
tors (20—23) which can be selectively activated or deacti 
vated by being switched on or off the power supply system. 
An on-chip detecting circuit (32) determines a circuit spe 
ci?c load/unload frequency of the on-chip power supply 
network, and on-chip control means (28, 33) responsive to 
signals of the detecting circuit increases or decreases the 
total of the on-chip capacity (C5D) by selectively activating 
or deactivating power supply decoupling capacitors (20—23). 
Off-chip path impedances (LMC, RMC), an off-chip capacity 
(CM) and the total on-chip capacity (CC), including the 
plurality of power supply decoupling capacitors (20—23) and 
parasitic on-chip capacities (C P), form a resonance loop (40) 
which is tunable by changing the total capacity (C5D) of the 
on-chip power supply decoupling capacitors. By tuning the 
total capacity (C SD) of the decoupling capacitors a resonance 
condition of the resonance loop (40) is met under which a 
minimum of switching power noise and a minimum switch 
ing power consumption is achieved. 

3,475,702 A * 10/1969 Ainsworth ................. .. 333/17 

5,117,206 A * 5/1992 Imamura .................. .. 331/158 

5,392,456 A * 2/1995 Mitomo et al. .......... .. 455/383 14 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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TUNABLE ON-CHIP CAPACITY 

PRIOR FOREIGN APPLICATIONS 

This application claims priority from European patent 
application Ser. No. 991251554, ?led Dec. 16, 1999, Which 
is hereby incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The invention relates to a tunable on-chip capacity device 
for a semiconductor chip mounted on a substrate and includ 
ing a plurality of on-chip poWer supply decoupling capaci 
tors Which are connected to a poWer supply netWork. The 
invention also relates to a method for tuning the capacity of 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors. 

BACKGROUND ART 

On-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors are used to 
stabiliZe the on-chip poWer supply system of synchronously 
clocked CMOS chips. The highly synchronous on-chip 
sWitching activity and its associated high frequency current 
demand prevents to rely only on off-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors. The inductive connection paths 
betWeen on-chip sWitching circuitry and off-chip poWer 
supply decoupling capacitors do not alloW to transfer high 
amounts of charge in a short time. The initial charge demand 
of an on-chip sWitching event has to be served ?rst from 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors. Recharging of 
the on-chip decoupling capacitors from off-chip capacities 
happens afterWards With loWer speed. 
WO96/33495 discloses on-chip poWer supply decoupling 

capacitors Which are directly connected to the on-chip poWer 
distribution network. The capacitors may be implemented 
by CMOS devices. The knoWn circuit includes a self 
repairing capability by using a cross-coupled structure 
Which reacts to a leakage current in one of the transistors to 
sWitch into another state. Such circuit facilitates the test 
ability of the Whole chip by reducing keeping leakage 
currents initiated by coupling capacitors. The knoWn 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors have ?xed 
capacity values according to the design speci?cations. Alate 
adaptation of the capacity values according to the measured 
chip, module or card conditions is thus prevented. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is an object of the invention to propose an on-chip 
poWer supply decoupling capacitor arrangement for semi 
conductor chips Which alloWs a reduction of the on-chip 
poWer supply voltage noise and a reduced sWitching poWer. 

It is also an object of the invention to provide an inte 
grated semiconductor chip mounted on a substrate With a 
tunable capacity of a plurality of on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors distributed on the chip area. 

It is a further object of the invention to provide a method 
for tuning the capacity of a plurality of on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors according to circuit speci?c fre 
quency conditions of the poWer supply during chip sWitch 
ing. 

The circuitry according to the invention, as de?ned in the 
claims, comprises a set of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors Which can be selectively activated or deactivated 
by being sWitched on or off the poWer supply system. The 
on-chip capacitors are part of the packaging intrinsic poWer 
resonance loop Which comprises a ?Xed on-module decou 
pling capacity, the total active on-chip capacity including 
parasitic on-chip capacities, and a parasitic path impedance 
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2 
betWeen both. The poWer resonance loop is tuned according 
to the synchronous reaction With the periodic poWer supply 
current demand of the chip. Resonance loop tuning is 
accomplished by changing the capacity of the on-chip poWer 
supply decoupling capacitors by activating or deactivating 
more or less of the on-chip poWer supply decoupling capaci 
tors. The tuning operation provides a minimum of simulta 
neous sWitching noise and a minimum operation poWer 
consumption. 

According to another aspect of the invention the on-chip 
poWer supply decoupling capacitors Which are selectively 
activated or deactivated have different capacities and the 
selection for activating or deactivating the capacitors may 
take place in an order of increasing capacity by deactivating 
one of a plurality of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors and instead activating another one of that plural 
ity. 

Furthermore, according to the invention a method is 
provided, as de?ned in the claims, for tuning the capacity of 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors on a semicon 
ductor chip mounted on a substrate by identifying oscilla 
tions of a resonance loop Which includes said off-chip path 
impedance, an off-chip capacity and the total on-chip capac 
ity as provided by the plurality of on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors and said parasitic on-chip capacities, 
and by tuning said resonance loop through changing the total 
capacity of said poWer supply decoupling capacitors. 
The invention permits an adaptation of the capacity of 

on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors Which results in 
a reduction of the on-chip poWer supply voltage noise and 
the required chip sWitching poWer and thus provides an 
improved product quality level. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

In the folloWing an implementation of the invention is 
described With reference to draWings Which shoW: 

FIG. 1 a schematic circuit diagram of an embodiment of 
the invention; 

FIG. 2 a schematic model circuit diagram of capacities 
and impedances effective in the circuit of FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 a schematic model circuit diagram of a resonance 
loop included in the model circuit of FIG. 2; 

FIG. 4 an eXample pulse diagram of the calculated poWer 
supply voltage over the time for a typical sWitching activity 
of a semiconductor chip; and 

FIG. 5 an eXample pulse diagram of the calculated 
on-chip poWer supply current over the time to shoW the 
tuning effect according to the invention. 

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE 
INVENTION 

The circuitry according to the invention comprises a set of 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors C1 distributed 
over the chip area. Each of the on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors C1 can be individually sWitched on or 
off the poWer supply system. The set of on-chip capacitors 
is part of a packaging intrinsic poWer resonance loop Which 
consists of a ?Xed on-module decoupling capacity CM, the 
total of the active on-chip capacity CC and a parasitic path 
impedance of LMC and RMC betWeen both. The module 
poWer resonance loop is reacting synchronously With the 
periodic poWer supply current demand of the chip and may 
be tuned for minimiZing the simultaneous sWitching noise 
and the chip sWitching poWer consumption. Resonance loop 
tuning is accomplished by activating or deactivating capaci 
tors Ci Within the set of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors Ci. 
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FIG. 1 shows an on-chip power supply decoupling capaci 
tor circuit Which comprises a semiconductor chip 10 Which 
is mounted on a substrate 30 to form a module. The chip 10 
contains poWer supply lines 11 and 12 Which are part of the 
on-chip poWer supply netWork. The lines 11 and 12 are 
connected through terminals 13 and 14 of chip 10 to off-chip 
lines 15, 16 Which themselves are connected to an off 
module poWer supply system not shoWn. On-chip poWer 
supply decoupling capacitors 20, 21, 22, 23 are With one of 
their terminals ?xedly connected to the poWer supply line 
12. The other terminal of each of the capacitors 20, 21, 22, 
23 is connected through a sWitch 24, 25, 26, 27 to the poWer 
supply line 11. The sWitches 24, 25, 26, 27 are controlled by 
the stages B0, B1, B2, B3 of an on-chip four bit binary 
counter 28 for selectively activating or deactivating the 
capacitors 20, 21, 22, 23 by connecting one or more or all 
of these capacitors to line 11 or disconnecting one or more 
of these capacitors from line 11. 

The capacitors 20, 21, 22, 23 have different capacity 
values. Capacitor 20 has the capacity value CO, capacitor 21 
has the capacity value 2><CO, capacitor 22 has the capacity 
value 4><CO, and capacitor 23 has the capacity value 8><CO. 
For eXample, if capacitor 20 is deactivated by opening 
sWitch 24, the total capacity of the on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors C,- is decreased by the capacity CO 
While deactivating capacitor 23 by opening sWitch 27 
decreases the total capacity of the on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors C,- by 8><CO. 

The four capacitors 20, 21, 22, 23 represent only an 
eXample to describe the invention. In practice there my be 
used a larger plurality of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors C,- and the counter 28 may have a corresponding 
number of stages B,- to control the capacitors Ci. 

The binary counter 28 is reset by a signal on line 29 to an 
initial count value Which may be 1111 as shoWn in FIG. 1 
Where all capacitors 20, 21, 22, 23 are in their activated 
position. An on-chip control circuitry generates decrement 
signals on a line 31 Which reduces the count value of the 
counter 28 by a selected number of decrement steps. This 
control circuitry comprises a frequency detector 32 and a 
comparator 33. The frequency detector 32 is responsive to 
the frequency of its AC input signal and generates a binary 
value Which represents the period T, of the input frequency 
f,. Such frequency detector circuits are Well knoWn in the 
art. The input of the frequency detector 32 is connected to 
poWer supply lines 11 and 12 to determine the frequency of 
the poWer supply current A (FIG. 4/s) on lines 11, 12 during 
the sWitching activity of the semiconductor chip. The fre 
quency detector 32 generates at its output 34 a signal Which 
is representative for the period T, of the frequency of the 
capacity CC load/unload current. The comparator 33 com 
pares the signal T, With a signal on a line 35 Which is 
connected via a terminal 36 With the system clock of the 
computer system Wherein the chip 10 is used. The signal on 
line 35 represents the cycle time Tcycle of the system cycle 
frequency fcycle. The comparator 33 generates decrement 
signals on line 31 if its input signals are unequal Where a 
constant value is implied in this comparison as described 
beloW. 

The frequency of the load/unload current on poWer supply 
lines 11, 12 is determined by the total chip capacity CC, the 
on-module decoupling capacity CM and the parasitic path 
impedance of LMC and RMC on the module. This is shoWn 
in the schematic model circuit diagram of FIG. 2 Where the 
total chip capacity CC is the sum of all parasitic on-chip 
capacities CF and the total capacity C5D of all active 
(sWitched on) poWer supply decoupling capacitors C,- result 
ing of CSD=ZC i,active' 
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4 
As schematically shoWn in FIG. 3, the total chip capacity 

CC, the on-module capacity CM and the parasitic path 
impedance of LMC and RMC on the module 30 form a 
packaging intrinsic poWer supply resonance loop 40 for the 
on-chip poWer supply voltage UC and the poWer supply 
load-unload current IC. Capacity CM is a ?xed on-module 
decoupling capacity C M and the parasitic path impedance of 
LMC and RMC are constants Which result from the arrange 
ment and length of the poWer supply lines on the module 30. 
The resonance frequency f,=1/ T, of the module poWer 

supply resonance loop 40 is determined by (neglecting the 
resistive path contribution): 

Wherein CC=CP+CSD and CM>>CC. 
To achieve minimum sWitching poWer noise and mini 

mum sWitching poWer consumption, the poWer supply reso 
nance loop 40 is tuned to adapt T, to meet the criterion: 

Wherein Tcycle is the system cycle time and k is an integer 
constant With k=0, 1, 2, . . . . 

The tuning of the poWer supply resonance loop 40 is 
performed during the system initialiZation by adapting the 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacity by the proper 
amount of active C,- through sWitching on a corresponding 
number of capacitors C,-. For this purpose, a cycle time or 
period T, of the initial load/unload current frequency is 
detected by the frequency detector 32 and the detected 
period T, is indicated to the comparator 33 Which compares 
T, With the system cycle time Tcycle With implying the 
predetermined constant k. If the comparison shoWs an 
unequal condition, the result of the comparison is used as 
decrement signal on line 31 for decrementing the counter 28. 
Thereby the total amount of the poWer supply decoupling 
capacity is reduced step by step by sWitching different ones 
or more or less of the capacitors C,- in their activated or 
deactivated status. This operation results in an increasing 
load/unload current frequency having a shorter period T, 
Which than is again compared With the system cycle time 
Tcycle to send further decrement signals to the counter 28 if 
the comparator 33 still indicates an unequal condition. These 
adaptation steps are iterated until the frequency detector 32 
produces a period T, Which is equal to the Tcycle. In this 
status the resonance loop 40 is successfully tuned to a 
condition Where poWer supply netWork of chip 10 and 
module 30 shoWs a minimum sWitching poWer noise and the 
chip 10 requires a minimum sWitching poWer consumption. 

FIGS. 4 and 5 shoW calculated frequency curves of the 
poWer supply voltage and the poWer supply current of a 
predetermined chip sWitching activity during the initialiZa 
tion phase of the computer system Wherein chip 10 and the 
circuit of FIG. 1 are used. These frequency curves are circuit 
characteristical of the on-chip poWer supply netWork used 
and represent the synchronous reaction With the periodic 
poWer supply current demand of the chip. From FIG. 4 it can 
be seen that the poWer supply voltage performs a damped 
oscillation having a period T,. Accordingly, FIG. 5 shoWs 
the corresponding oscillations for the poWer supply current. 
The resonance maXima values of the current oscillations 
may be de?ned by the constant values k=0, k=1, k=2, Where 
k=0 corresponds to 1A1><T,, k=1 corresponds to 5A1><T,, k=2 
corresponds to 9/4><T,, etc. Which one of the constant values 
is selected as tuning factor depends on the system clock 
cycle frequency of the system Wherein the circuit of FIG. 1 
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is used. The selected tuning factor Will be (statically) imple 
mented in the comparator 33 and takes part in the compari 
son performed by the comparator 33. Thus, by using the 
constant k=1 the circuit of FIG. 1 may be tuned by adapting 
the capacity C5D in the described manner to the resonance 
frequency of s?rxTr. By such tuning it is achieved that under 
the existing system parameters the poWer supply netWork of 
chip 10 and module 30 have a minimum sWitching poWer 
noise, and the chip 10 shoWs a minimum of sWitching 
current consumption during the subsequent operations of the 
computer system. 

While the invention is described With reference to a 
preferred embodiment of the invention, modi?cations of this 
embodiment or other implementations of the invention are 
Within the scope of the invention as de?ned in the claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A tunable on-chip capacity circuit for a semiconductor 

chip mounted on a substrate and including a plurality of 
poWer supply decoupling capacitors (C) which are con 
nected to a poWer supply netWork including a ?rst poWer 
line having a ?rst voltage level and a second poWer line 
having a second voltage level, and containing parasitic 
on-chip capacities (CF) and off-chip path impedance com 
prising inductance (LMC) and resistance (RMC) and an 
off-chip capacity (CM) generating poWer supply voltage 
noise during a highly synchronous on-chip sWitching 
activity, the device comprising: 

a plurality of on-chip sWitching means each assigned to 
one of the poWer supply decoupling capacitors for 
activating the capacitor by connecting it to one of the 
poWer supply lines in a ?rst sWitching position and for 
deactivating the capacitor by disconnecting it from the 
poWer supply line in a second sWitching position; 

on-chip means connected to said ?rst and second poWer 
supply lines for detecting a circuit speci?c load/unload 
frequency of the on-chip poWer supply netWork; and 

on chip control means responsive to said detecting for 
increasing or decreasing the total on-chip capacity 
(C5D) of the poWer supply decoupling capacitors by 
selectively operating said sWitching means. 

2. Adevice according to claim 1, Wherein the off-chip path 
impedance comprising inductance (LMC) and resistance 
(RMC), an off-chip capacity (CM) and the total on-chip 
capacity (CC), including said plurality of poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors and said parasitic on-chip capacities 
(CF), form a resonance loop Which is tunable by changing 
the total capacity (C5D) of said poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors. 

3. A device according to claim 2, comprising means for 
tuning the total capacity (C5D) of the decoupling capacitors 
to meet a resonance condition by adapting the total on-chip 
capacity through selectively activating or deactivating 
on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors. 

4. A device according to claim 1, Wherein said on-chip 
control means are responsive to the cycle time Tcycle of the 
system cycle frequency fcycle and comprising means for 
modifying the total of the on-chip capacity (CC) by com 
paring period Tr of said load/unload current frequency With 
the cycle time Tcycle of the system cycle frequency to meet 
the criterion 

Wherein k is an integer constant With k=0, 1, 2, . . . . 

5. A device according to claim 1, Wherein the on-chip 
control means comprises means for sequentially activating 
an increasing number of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors or sequentially deactivating an increasing number 
of on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors. 

6. A device according to claim 1, Wherein said on-chip 
poWer supply decoupling capacitors have different capacity 
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6 
values, and said control means comprising means (B0, B1, 
B2, B3) for selectively activating on-chip poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors of different capacity values. 

7. A device according to claim 6, Wherein the capacity 
values of said on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors 
are distinguished from each other by the binary factor 2, 4, 
8 etc., and said control means comprising means (B0, B1, 
B2, B3) for sequentially activating poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors having capacity values of increasing or decreas 
ing binary factors. 

8. A method for tuning the on-chip capacity of a semi 
conductor chip mounted on a substrate and including a 
plurality of poWer supply decoupling capacitors (C) which 
are connected to a poWer supply netWork including a ?rst 
poWer line having a ?rst voltage level and a second poWer 
line having a second voltage level, and containing parasitic 
on-chip capacities (CF) and an off-chip path impedance 
comprising inductance (LMC) and resistance (RMC) and an 
off-chip capacity (CM) generating a poWer supply voltage 
noise during a highly synchronous on-chip sWitching 
activity, the method comprising: 

(a) detecting a circuit speci?c load/unload frequency of 
the on-chip poWer supply netWork; and 

(b) modifying the on-chip capacity in response to the 
detected frequency by activating or deactivating addi 
tional ones or less of said plurality poWer supply 
decoupling capacitors to reduce the on-chip poWer 
supply voltage noise and the chip sWitching poWer 
consumption. 

9. A method according to claim 8, comprising: 
(c) identifying oscillations of a resonance loop Which 

includes said off-chip path impedances, an off-chip 
capacity (CM) and the total on-chip capacity provided 
by said plurality of on-chip poWer supply decoupling 
capacitors (C) and said parasitic on-chip capacities 
(CF); and 

(d) tuning said resonance loop by changing the total 
capacity of said poWer supply decoupling capacitors. 

10. A method according to claim 9, Wherein said tuning 
(d) meets a resonance condition by reducing or increasing 
the number of active decoupling capacitors. 

11. A method according to claim 9, Wherein the identify 
ing (c) comprises (e) determining the cycle time T, of the 
circuit speci?c load/unload frequency f,; and Wherein the 
tuning (d) comprises comparing period T, of said load/ 
unload frequency With the system clock cycle time Tcycle to 
meet the criterion 

Wherein k is an integer constant With k=0, 1, 2, . . . . 

12. A method according to claim 8, Wherein (b) comprises 
sequentially activating an increasing number of on-chip 
poWer supply decoupling capacitors or sequentially deacti 
vating an increasing number of on-chip poWer supply decou 
pling capacitors. 

13. Amethod according to claim 12, Wherein said on-chip 
poWer supply decoupling capacitors have different capacity 
values, and Wherein (b) comprises selectively activating or 
deactivating on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors of 
different capacity values. 

14. Amethod according to claim 13, Wherein the capacity 
values of said on-chip poWer supply decoupling capacitors 
are distinguished from each other by the binary factor 2, 4, 
8 etc., and Wherein (b) comprises sequentially activating or 
deactivating poWer supply decoupling capacitors having 
capacity values of increasing binary factors. 

* * * * * 


